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Steely John and The Two Dans 


Author's Notes: 

Serer | gave this weeks of thought and listened to Steely Dan's entire catalog three times over . 
and all of TMBG's catalog that | own . [which | thought was a lot, but turns out to be a THIRD of their full 
library] .. Anyway .. | wanted to do this justice. EYE am pleased with the result. | hope The Who down in 
Whoville likes it too. Merry Ficmas 


"Steely John and The Two Dans" 
"Did our people call their people?" Walter Becker asked, figiting through his pockets for a lighter that worked. 


Donald Fagen answered breezily . "One of the reasons we called them is we doubt that they HAVE people ... and 
another reason | called is that WE don't currently HAVE people . partly thanks to you." 


"Fair enough," Becker said, successfully thumbing flame from a grubby green bic lighter with a half-worn- 
away advertisment on the side for a vegas massage parlor. He lit the cigarette and caught a dirty look in the 


rearview mirror from the cab driver. 


Fagen continued. ".. So | left a message with a machine .. Who-Where-When .. and | got a message on my 


voicemail from one of them saying they would be glad to meet at noon" 
"So we're getting there early.’ 
‘Of course.” Fagen said, "We want a good table . and to set up that down home Brooklyn home-field advantage." 


"The whole, coming to see the Godfather mystique." Becker nodded, getting his Consigliere face on, then spoiling 
it with a grin. 


Washington Avenue was wet with a light autumn rain now starting to abate. The cab pulled up in front of 
Tooker's Alley. It had been a bar since the 40's . with live Jazz at least since the early ‘60s. Becker got out as 
Fagen passed the driver a few bills and emerged adjusting his dark aviator glasses. The day was too overcast 
for the glasses . and he knew it was going to be darker inside. He took them off and slipped them inside his 
coat, knowing these days dark glasses in a dim place suggested junkies or the Yakuza. He noticed Becker was 
keeping his rose colored prescription specks. Nobody was going to accuse him of being Yakuza . and as for the 


other option . he was famous. 


They stepped onto the sidewalk and felt the sway of time . of coming to a place they knew well, but hadn't 
been for a long time. The Italian restaurant had been replaced with what looked like a miscellaneous Asian place. 


"Ke Lai Li" Becker said aloud ."Sounds like a hash den with complimentary handjobs." 
Fagen walked past him. "This is America. Nothing is complimentary unless you pay fat in advance." 


The rolling steel shutters on Tooker's alley were still one third down, suggesting the Bar hadn't been open long 
if it was open at all. Fagen pulled tentatively at the door-handle and it swug open easily. The windows were new 
but the door was old .. he half expected to hear an old timey jingling bell on a spring as they entered, but this 
was still a Jazz club . such racket might distract or inspire the performers. So it was back in the ‘60s and 
“lOs .. so it was still. Coming in was still a reverent event as the musicians communed with their Muses or 
navigated their inner chart. 


The stage was still just where Fagen had left it . with the front window behind it facing back through the rest 
of the bar. There were three chairs on stage and one lonely microphone set waist-high in a stand in front of 
them, but it was too early for performers yet. There was music from a juke box on the far wall .. it took a 
moment, but Fagen recognized the sound and style of Yusef Lateef . the mix of flute and sax. There were 
rows of round tables and a small roundish bar in the back corner of the front end. Beyond that was the back 
room with a long bar, bar-stools, and booths. 


"You want the back or the front?" Becker asked .. then grinning because he remembered the last time he asked 


that . and it wasn't about a bar. 


Fagen was already moving to the spot he wanted It was "His Table" near the wall just off stage right. From 


here he could watch the musicians every key and chord .. he could watch the door, and had a straight view all 
the way to the long bar in the back . that tall Swede Tomlinsen would send his drinks when he gave a silent 


gesture. He never had to call or wave or interrupt the music. 


Interrupting the flashback, a youngish man with dark curly hair and athletic build came out of the back. Black 


apron and a bar-towel over his shoulder indicated he was Tomlinsen's replacement in this future reality. 
"What can | get you, Gentlemen? Do you want lunch menus?" 
"Scotch rocks," Fagen said. 


Walter Becker was still looking around at the decor, but answered without turning around .. "oh . some kind of 


Colata . surprise me . with an umbrella if you have one . a blue one." 


"No menus." Fagen said with finality. He didn't want to get pestered by some ‘Is Everything Alright snack 
salesman once negotiations were underway. He eased into the sound of Lateef while he watched Becker make 
his curious circuit of the otherwise empty front end, looking at framed pictures of presumably past 
performers . peering into the jukebox like a peeping tom over the tops of his pink lenses . then finally sitting 
down to Fagen's right as the drinks arrived. 


Next up on the juke was Brubeck .. but a different live "Take Five" than the one most people knew .. Well .. than 
the one most people that knew any Brubeck knew. This one was rare. Fagen wondered how it came to be in a 
jukebox. In a lot of ways Brubeck was a predecessor of Steely Dan . tremendous Jazz chops . dressed like a 
bunch of lawyers and accountants .. playing a very clean and accessible style of Jazz for the grazers on the 
rim . some of whom would ease down the slippery slope toward dirty, smokey, sweaty Jazz .. Brubeck was one 


of the gateway drugs. 


Shadows passing outside the window showed two pedestrian shapes against the overcast city light outside, and 
then the door swung open to admit the objects of their quarry ... Tall, sharp-eyed, long-faced John Linnell, with 
hair like a thicket in need of a weed-wacker .. and the shorter, vaguely Yogi-Bear-shaped John Flansburgh with 
his horn-rimmed glasses on. Both looked more casual than expected . Linnell in a grey flannel shirt and a light 
jacket . Flansburgh pushing the casual even further was in a blue athletic warm-up suit with stripes down the 
sides of the legs and sleeves . the top unzipped showing what, at first, looked like a Steely Dan T-shirt with 
the album cover of Goucho . but on second glance, was a painting of Groucho Marx dancing, done in the same 


color and style as their album cover. Fagen wondered how he ought to take that when Linnell took the initiative, 


"Greetings, Sirs. It's a pleasure to see you back in Brooklyn" He stepped forward and put out his hand. Fagen 
was caught off his guard, thinking still of his mob boss mystique, but half rose from his chair and shook the 
offered hand. Becker followed suit with a quick handshake, noticing Flansberg was putting one of the chairs on 
the stage backward and straddling it . unconcerned with ritual greetings. 


"You may be wondering why we have summoned you here," Fagen said, settling easily into his chair once more 


and hoping to recapture the ambiance of Jazz Legend Cool he envisioned for this discussion. 


Linnell answered with friendly charm. "Well we ARE both admirers of your body of work . your mastery in the 


studio . so many of your songs . and we are excited and Curious to hear why you've come." 
"And | bet him five dollars it wasn't really you." Flansburgh said, passing a $5 bill over to Linnell. 


Now seated at the table, Linnell pocketed the bill and looked back and forth between the two famous men. He 
appeared about to speak, when Fagen headed him off. 


"We are interested in recording some of your songs .. Covers. Many of your songs are very like some of our 
compositions .. lyrically at least. Of course it will take quite some work to hone them to accept our style, but | 
think the results will be worth the effort. Your style leaves so much room and freedom to redecorate." 


‘It's interesting you should say so .. because more than a few of your songs are so Like ours in structure and 


content . | could swear you stole them if not for the convenient accident of temporal reality. | can't prove | 
traveled back to ITII and dropped my notebook with ‘Kings' written in it . AND ‘Change of the Guard! too. You 
listen to that, you KNOW it's one of mine." 


Becker unexpectedly countered . "I'm certain | wrote ‘Youth Culture Killed My Dog! on a subway car in 1982 . 
right on the wall with a permanent marker .. and that was back when our civilization still knew the meaning of 
Permanent.” 

Fagen, unsure if this was a joke or neurosis showing on both sides of the table, pressed toward his proposition. 
"The thing is .. We're on the outs with our lawyer just now .. and most of our money is tied up in places 
where the Taxman can't touch it. We could pay you for the rights to record covers to some of your music . 
but for tax purposes, we'd rather straight up swap you song for song. That would give you limited, non- 
transferable rights to cover an agreed-to number of Our songs as well." 


Linnell and Flansburgh shot each other a glance .. and shared half-smiles. Then Flansburgh speaks. 


"THAT is an interesting proposition . but | know we have a point of curiosity to address before we bang out 
the details of what | am sure will be .." 


Linnell cuts him off . Looking at Walter Becker he asks, "Aren't . You . supposed to . Be Somewhere?" 


There is a pregnant pause where Fagen half expected Becker to look at his watch, but he knew what this was 
about. He had rather hoped it wouldn't come up, but litte things like this tend to. 


Linnell reiterated . "Aren't you supposed to be Dead now .. not meaning to be rude or anything.’ 


Becker gave a sheepish smile. "Well . yes . | didn't think that through. It was a very effective short term 
solution for one problem . two problems really . but it has gotten a bit sticky after the fact” 


"| still haven't broken the news to Neil," Fagen said. 

"Yeah . Crybaby Neil has been such a good friend to you through this difficult time," Becker chuckled very 
unapologetically . "but yeah . you really only hurt the ones who care the most when you fake your own death 
to avoid the legal ramifications of an impetuous act" 

"You Zombie .. Be born again, my friend," Flansburgh said. "Won't you sign in, Stranger?" 

"That is my next point," Linnell took up the thread. "If we are going to do a straight swap .. there will still need 
to be docs and signatures, and if he is dead, whose name will he sign? . and if he doesn't sign, will the 
documents be legal if it turns out, much to the joy of the world, that he is in fact Alive?" 

Fagen had his cool on again as he answered. "| have it covered. We will backdate the documents to before he 
allegedly died, so he can sign. That will protect you from his widow coming after you for her share of his 


music, not that she has a legit claim." 


Becker, mumbled to himself in quiet anger . "she's going to be my EX widow, and then she's gonna be out on 
her sweet ass. Shoulda killed ‘em both," He looked up like he had been caught opening his fly at dinner. 


Linnell pursed his lips, then called to the barman in a voice that was not raised, but which carried in the 


excellent acoustics ."Marty .. another round for these Gentlemen .. and I'll have a short screwdriver." 
"Bourbon," Flansburgh chimed . "And scampi." 
"Songs," Linnell said, all business as he turned back to Fagen. "How many? .. | presume you have some in mind” 


Fagen is impressed with his focus . but he also wanted to avoid this becoming a two way buffet. "Enough for 
an album each. We don't usually DO covers." 


"Neither do we, with a few exceptions. Is ‘East St Louis Toodle-oo' public domain?" Linnell tipped his chair back 
on two legs. 


"In the US, yes," Fagen said. "The Ellington Estate never called us." 

"So we can cover that without it being part of the swap if we wanted" Flansburgh said. 

"How about ‘Istanbul then?" Becker ventured. 

Linnell smiled . "WE got permission from Frank Yankovic . but YOU might have to take that one up with the 


Younger . Alphonse Copernicus Yankovic . though you won't be able to swap with him. He doesn't generally do 


covers either .. Parodies are allowed under the ‘Fair Use' Clauses of International Copyright Law. 


Fagen spent a half-second wondering if Copernicus was really Weird Al's middle name when Becker interrupted 


that train 

"We can't cover ‘Istanbul’ anyway." 

"Why not," Fagen asked, slurping the remaining Scotch from among his dwindling ice. 

Becker grinned, gesturing at the two Johns. "They already did it. Everybody knows it. No matter how tall we 
ride in the saddle with how fat a band we put together . Everybody is going to say THEIRS is better. 
Everybody loves that one. | love that one." 

"Thanks," Flansburgh said. "Same reason we can't do ‘Bodhisattva’ among a few others." 

Linnell shot the other John a look. "| want ‘Bohisattva’ . We can totally do ‘Bodhisattva’ .." 

"| don't know man" Flansburgh seemed genuinely doubtful. 

"Dammit . We're doing ‘Bodhisattva’ . LIVE . even if we don't put it on the album." Linnell put all four legs of 
his chair on the floor and accepted the drink from the barman who had arrived with a tray. "We'll tell the 


audience what great artists THESE guys are, and we won't have to include it in the swap." 


The rest of the drinks were dispensed . and a plate of scampi was set on the edge of the table nearest 
Flansburgh, who scootched his chair a bit closer and burned his fingers on one. 


The momentary break gave Fagen the chance to seize back the initiative. "Is Judy a real person ... ?" he asked 


like a cop canvasing a crime scene. 
"In ‘Judy Is Your Viet Nam?" ." Linnell asked, a little uncertain 


"That's right." Fagen's Joe Friday was spot on 


"She was not real,” Linnell finished, " . but she is an actual person." 

"Is she going to want a cut?" Fagen's eyes narrowed. 

"She is pathologically incapable of acknowledging that the song is about her," Linnell said. 
"So that is a Big No," said Walter with a grin .. 


"Thank you, we'll take it," said Don. 


There was a breath on both sides of the table, then Linnell pitched "Is Josie a real person?" 
"You can't have Josie," Fagen deadpanned without hesitation 

"We want Josie, but I'm asking . Is she REAL?" 

"Yes," Fagen clipped, and looked like he was about to say more. 

"Will she want a cut?" Flansburgh queried, interrupting Fagen's opening mouth. 


"She never came after us for any," Becker said, further interrupting Fagen, "but we made her look COOOL!" 


Walter Becker spread his upturned palms in a gesture that did convey a measure of coool. 
"You can't have Josie." 


Flansburgh ignored Fagen and replied to Becker. "What do you MEAN ‘BUT we made her look cool .. what are 
WE chopped liver?" 


Donald Fagen knew Walter was about to say Yes, and he quickly held him with a raised finger his way .. He did 
not want this to turn ugly. 


"Certainly you fellows are not chopped liver. .. But also | am sure you realize the difference in stature our two 
bands have. We are serious musicians . legends. Our songs are naturally going to be worth more than yours." 
He smiled and hoped that didn't sound as insulting as he was pretty sure it did. 


"Fel-LOWS .." Flansburgh stretched the second syllable, "I beg to differ. In fact . | don't beg. | am differing." He 
was standing and had moved his chair behind him. "WE . are nerds. We recognize the smell of our own kind . 
even if it is well hidden under years of cologne .. cigarettes and pot . money and gold chains .. silk shirts and 


groupy sweat .. stubborn lipstick stains in your underwear. 
Linnell cleared his throat, indicating the end of that stanza and time for a bridge. 


Linnell tipped his chair back on two legs, also smiling, and spoke in a friendly voice. "Don't Let's Start . letting 
things get unpleasant. Yesterday's hits paid off big for you in yesterday's market. Now you are on radio 
stations across America and around the world . and aging would-be hipsters keep you paid with their regular 
but dwindling record purchases. If you had the attention of a generation or two of younger listeners, you could 
cash in like you did back in the day. You have your cult and we have ours .. and OURS are those younger 


listeners you Need" Linnell paused for emphasis, then continued. 


Is not a question of how much your recordings used to sell for or how much we make off our stuff. It 
doesn't matter that you have 4 times as many Grammys as we have. What matters is the value of this Swap 
. for both bands. We are going to awaken interest in the music of both bands. But the swap needs to be even, 


or WE are not interested. And remember two things . One . You came to us ... and Two .. as Cool as you guys 


are . my guitarist can beat up your guitarist.” 
Fagen answered, "You sure about that?" 


Linnell pursed his lips. "Walter spent forty years abusing himself. John here is a little over weight and plays 
raquet ball." 


Becker grinned. "He's got my number . | might be able to smoke him on stage with guitar . but no way | can 


take him in real life. I'm alive, but | am still The Ghost of Hipness Past." 

Flansburgh sat back down and ate a scampi. 

Fagen conceded, "You can have Josie. We'll take Judy .. but throw in ‘Hot Cha’ to balance that" 

"Done," Linnell said. "We want ‘Peg’ . but we want the whole Michael McDonald sound board to play with." 
Fagen made a face. "We might not be able to get that. It might have gone up in that fire." 

"You have backups." Linnell said it like a Jedi smuggling droids through customs. 

Fagen was going to admit he had backups, but tried "Mike might not like it if ." 


"You can't wait to see what we're going to do with the McDonald sound board" Linnell stated it as the fact it 


was. 


Walter spoke up, "Don . | have Mike's soul in a baby-food jar on a shelf in Hawaii. | can't wait to hear what 


they are going to do with that. You KNOW they are going to do something with it that we never could." 
"Okay!" Fagen relented . "For ‘Peg’ AND the McDonald sound board . we want ‘Don't Let's Start ." 
Linnell's brows went up, smiling. "That DOES have your flavor on it 

Becker chimed, "No one in the world ever gets what they want, and that is beautiful." 

"Ok . done." Linnell said. "We want ‘Deacon Blue’ ." 

"Thought you might want that one.” Fagen said. 

Flansburgh picked up another scampi . "Have you seen the size of his saxophone?" 

"| want ‘Boat of Car' ." Becker said. 


"We can't do ‘Boat of Car’ ." Fagen responds like a parent in a candy store. 


| know," Becker admits . "Like ‘Minimum Wage' . Too weird. Too perfect. Can't really be covered any better 
than it's already been done." 


Either of those are barely a song," Fagen said, ". a piece of string without the rock to wind it around” 
"Yet here we are talking about them," Flansburgh noted, sipping his Bourbon idly. 


"We kinda have to have ‘Rhythm Section Want Ad' ." Fagen admits, " and ‘Your Racist Friend’ too." 


Linnell leans forward. "Is ‘Razor Boy’ about any particular kept woman about to be replaced with a younger 
model?" 


Becker lets out a kind of edgy chuckle. "Um .. That is not what THAT is about” 


Linnell and Flansburgh both wait to be let in on the story. Becker keeps them waiting while he sucks down an 
inch worth of his mystery colata. 


"The ‘women in cages’ in that song is a woman trapped in a man's body. It's a song about a Drag Queen two 


days shy of her sex reassignment surgery . wrestling doubts before the ‘Razor Boy' takes her things away. " 
"Okaaay "Linnell said, "That's cool to know. | think we will do ‘Changing of the Guard! and ‘Major Dude’ instead. 


"Yeah .. ‘Changing of the Guard IS your special style of up-beat" Becker nods his approval. .. "We want ‘When 
Will You Die? . and | think you guys should do ‘Everything You Did’ ." He added, grinning. 


Flansburgh cackles . "I like that idea . Let's do it” 

"We will" Linnell agrees, “If we get to choose one for them too .. ‘Road Movie To Berlin’ | think" 
"Nicest of the Damned?" Fagen muses . "I don't think we ever were” 

Becker touches him on the shoulder, "Now come my friend I'll take your hand And lead you home" 
Fagen shook his head, "That's just a song” 


"But Dude . where am | staying while l'm supposed to be dead? ... Don't feel TOO exonerated. You're still 


damned." Becker's impish smile becomes infectious. 
"Maybe you two should cover ‘Sapphire Bullets’ while your at it," Flansburgh says. 


| want ‘By The Time you Get This' .. and ‘The Bright Side’ too ." Fagen redirects. 


Linnell notes ."Those are off an album that didn't get recorded until AFTER Walter kicked the imaginary bucket. 
How are we going to sign retroactive backdated documents to cover rights for songs we hadn't recorded 
ourselves yet?" 

“That will all be made clear in 2082." Becker said. 

Fagen looked troubled. "I have lost track .. is anyone remembering what songs we agree to?" 

Becker looked sheepish again . "Was that the Consigliere's job?" 

Linnell put his hand up ."Not to worry, Gentlemen. | went Richard Nixon on your ass." 


"Now there's a phrase you don't hear too damn often,” Becker quipped. 


Flansburgh turned in his seat and tapped the microphone still sitting there on the stage at waist height .. "Hey 


. this microphone was turned on all along." 

Fagen and Becker both looked like they weren't sure if they were on Candid Camera. 

Linnell spoke first ."Yes . this stage is wired for sound, but also for recording. | had Marty flip the switch 
when we came in. We can send you a transcript and a copy of the track. | think we have a good start . and we 
both should meet again once we have a chance to fine tune our wish lists. 


Fagen sat there doing a slow burn. "I thought we were the Old Homeys calling the shots." 


"Um .. Yeah . this IS your game . but WE are Brooklyn's Ambassadors of Love." Flansburgh said snarfing the 


last scampi. 


"We kinda . own this bar." Linnell said almost like a confession "John lives upstairs. | live on the third floor next 
door. We own half of this side of the block . Wine World is John's , you can tell by the name, and Ke Lai Li on 
the other side is mine . | helped that family keep their business open in 2008 . and they pay low rent and 
deliver free Asian delights whenever | call . and they cater for me once per season, which | usually use to 
enhance business in here." 


"Nothing like Chinese Hordourves and Jazz." Flansburgh smiled sincerely. 


| was hoping your visit might be something like THIS," Linnell continued ".. the only other reason | could think of 
was that you might be coming back was to finally settle the bar tab you've left unpaid since 1915." 


Marty the Barman walked up with an old looking leather-bound ledger and opened it to a particular marked 
page . turning it for Fagen and Becker to peruse. 


"Holy shit . this goes all the way back to ‘b7," Becker notes casually. 


"And .. yeah .. we paid $400 in 75" Fagen read down the column ".. and never came back. 


Fagen looked up at Linnell and Flansburgh .. "We might need to offer you a few extra songs." 


Linnell nodded with a smile. 


Becker closed the book. "First . Have a copy of that bar-tab sent to my Widow." 


